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Editorial  

Nurturing life in its entirety since the beginning 
Francesco Bottaccioli –  SIPNEI Honorary President, PNEI professor for postdegree formation 
courses at the University of Siena. 
 
Since it began to be considered an independent science, psychology has highlighted, through 
Sigmund Freud, the importance of the first life experiences in forming the modality of emotion 
regulation and therefore possible psychopathologies in adult life. 
 In recent years, researchers, as John Bowlby,  have deepened the study about the ties among 
 the child and the mother and the family as a whole until defining several “types of attachment”. 
These last ones will constitute the base for the style of emotion regulation which that particular 
child will use not only in his childhood but also as an adult. 
Thus what happens in the first phases of life is very important for the rest of it, meaning that we 
prematurely acquire models of emotion and stress regulation that will condition us for the rest of 
our life. 
Thanks to Hans Seyle’s researches dating back to the first half of the twentieth century, we know 
that the stress reaction can be activated by several factors which are psychological, social and 
environmental. Experiencing an emotional loss, a social failure or famine is obviously not the same 
thing under the point of view of the affective and mental perception of the problem. Yet, from a 
biological point of view, all these stressors activate the stress reaction. 
From 1976 they started to publish the first results on a study about the “Dutch famine of 1944”. The  
“Hunger winter” took place in the Netherlands during World War II when the Germans had 
occupied the western part of Holland (including Amsterdam) and cut the food supply for the local 
population to 400-800 calories per day: which is 6 times less than the normal average. The study 
was carried out on children born from women that were pregnant between November 1944 and 
April 1945. 
Since the last 35 years, the ongoing researches have documented that, once the group of Dutch 
famine children had become adults, they showed an increase of incidence in mood disorders, 
(anxiety and depression), antisocial personality disorders, schizophrenia, and, very recently, also an 
accelerated decline of cognitive functions occurring at the age of 56-59. 1

The rich experimental literature explains this phenomenon showing that stress in a pregnant woman 
(with the subsequent increase of CRH hormone and cortisol) induces in the offspring the formation 
of a stress system which is hyperactive too. This stress system predisposes to the insurgence of 
mental disorders of different nature. 

. 

At the end of the ’80s it has come to light another important piece of the complex puzzle of 
relationships between maternal stress and the pathologies developed by the offspring in their adult 
life. As recalled by Roberta De Bellis in her work (see this issue’s dossier), David Barker proved the 
existence of a direct relationship between a low birth weight and the increase of risk of death from 
ischemic heart disease in adult age. 
In the last years the relationship between low birth weight and pathologies extended to all the most 
important human disorders: obesity, diabetes, hypertension, cancer. 
A low birth weight can happen because of two cases: premature birth or because the fetus has not 
been well fed. The frequency of both of them seems to be increasing in the last years. The causes 
are manifold, yet two seem to be the key ones: stress and maternal malnutrition causing an 
inflammatory alteration in the intestinal and vaginal mucous membrane predisposing it to 
infections. Indeed we have recent data that prove an inverse relationship between pregnant women 
taking probiotics and preterm delivery 2

                                                 
1 There is a rich literature. In this article I quote only: Schulz L.C., The Dutch Hunger Winter and the development 
origins of health and disease, PNAS 2010; 107: 16757-16758  

 and the efficacy of probiotics reducing mortality by 

2 Myhre R. et al. Intake of probiotic food and risk of spontaneous preterm delivery, Am J Clin Nutr 2011; 93: 151-7 



necrotizing enterocolitis in children with a very low birth weight.3

In sum, it is possible to nurture life at its best, in its entirety, since the very beginning of it, with 
advantages for everybody. 

. 

 
 
Pneinews english version Since this number it will be possible to read in Pdf all the articles of 
the revue in English. The subscribers can download it for free until the end of the year. Since 
the next year a small extra charge will be applied. International subscription is possible. For 
information: segreteria.sipnei@gmail.com  

                                                 
3 Deshpande G et al. Progress in the field of probiotics: year 2011, Curr Opin Gastroenterol 2011; 27: 13-18 
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